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Profiting from migrants

Detention centers boost private-prison firms

By Laura Wides-Munoz
Associated Press

MIAMI— The U.S. is locking up more
illegal immigrants than ever, generat-
ing lucrative profits for the nation’s
largest prison companies, and an Asso-
ciated Press review shows the business-
es have spent tens of millions of dollars
lobbying lawmakers and contributing

to campaigns.

The cost to American taxpayers ison
track to top $2 billion for this year, and
the companies are expecting their big-
gest cut of that yet in the next few years
with government plans for new facili-
ties to house the 400,000 immigrants de-
tained annually.

The industry is still growing despite
the dramatic drop in illegal immigra-

tion in recent years. In 2011, nearly half
the beds in the nation’s civil detention
system were in private facilities with
little federal oversight, up from just 10
percent a decade ago.

The financial boom, which has
helped save some of these companies
from the brink of bankruptcy, has oc-
curred even though federal officials ac-

. knowledge privatization isn’t necessar-

ily cheaper.
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This seismic shift toward a
privatized system happened
quietly. While Congress’ un-
successful efforts to overhaul
immigration laws drew head-

lines and sparked massive
lawmakers’ |

demonstrations,
negotiations to boost detention
dollars received far less atten—
tion.

The industry’s giants — Cor-
rections Corp. -of America,
GEO Group, and Management
and Training Corp. — have
spent at least $45 million com-
bined on campaign donations
and lobbyists at the state and |
federal level in the past dec- |
ade, the AP found.

CCA and GEO, who manage
most of the nation’s 250 private
detention centers, insist they
aren’t trying to influence im-
migration policy to make more
money, and their lobbying and
campaign donations have been
legal.

“As a matter of long-stand-
ing corporate policy, CCA does
not lobby on issues that would
determine the basis for an indi-
vidual’s detention or incarcera-
tion,” CCA spokesman Steve
Owen said in an e-mail to the
AP. The company has a website
dedicated to debunking such
allegatlons

GEO, which was part of the
Wackenhut Corp. security firm
until 2003, and Management
and Training Corp. declined re-
peated interview requests.

Advocates for immigrants
are skeptical of claims that the
lobbying is not meant to influ-
ence policy.

“That’s a lot of money to lis-

ten quietly,” said Peter Cervan- |-

tes-Gautschi, who has helped
lead a campaign to encourage
large banks and mutual funds
to divest from the prison com-
panies.

In an e-mail to The Arizona
Republic, CCA’s Owen criti-
cized Cervantes-Gautschi’s re-
marks as “speculative.”

The fotal average nightly
cost to taxpayers todetainan il-
legal immigrant, including
health care and guards’ sala- |
ries, is about $166, ICE con-
firmed only after the AP calcu-
lated that figure and presented |
it to the agency.

That’s up, from $80 in 2004.
ICE said the $80 didn’t include
all of the same costs but de- |
clined to provide details.

‘ Outsourcing

Dora Schriro, who in 2009
reviewed the nation’s detention

|\ system at the request of Home-

land Security Secretary Janet

T INapolitano, said nearly every

| -aspect had been outsourced.

“ICE was always relying on |

others for responsibilities that
are fundamentally those of the
government,” said Schriro,
now the New York City Correc-
tion Commissioner. “If you
don’t have the competency
| to know what is a fair price to

ask and negotiate the most fa-
. vorable rates for the best ser-
| vice, then the likelihood that
__you are going to overspend is
greater.”” :

Private companies argue
they can save Americans mon-
ey by running the centers more
cheaply.

Pablo Paez, a spokesman for
the Florida-based GEO, said in
an e-mail his company sup-
ports public-private partner-
ships which “have been demon-
strated to achieve significant
cost savings for the taxpay-
ers.” He declined to answer
specific questions.

But ICE Executive Asso-
ciate Director for Enforce-
ment and Removal Operations
Gary Mead said the govern-
ment has never studied wheth-
er privatizing immigrant de-
tention saves money.

. “They are not our most ex-
pensive, they are not our
cheapest” facilities, he said.
“At some point, cost cannot be
the only factor.”

Corporate profits

A decade ago, more than
3,300 criminal immigrants
| were sent to private prisons un-

“Another factor driving
growth ... for the private sector

is in the area of immigration -

and illegal immigration specif-

ically,” Chief Financial Officer

Brian Eyans told investors in

GEO’s 2011 third-quarter earn-
‘ings call.

CCA warnedin its 2011 annu-
al earnings report that federal
policy changes in “illegal im-

migration could affect the

number of persons arrested,
convicted, and
thereby. potentially reducing
demand for correctional facil-
ities to house them.”

At just the federal level,

these companies, their political

actior: committees and their
employees have spent more
than $32 million on lobbying
and on campaign contributions
since 2000 — with the national
political parties getting the
largest campaign contribu-
tions.

An AP review of Federal
Election Commission data
found the prison companies
and their employees gave to
key congressional leaders who
control how much money goes

to run the ‘nation’s detention

centers and who influence how
many contracts go to the pri-
vate sector. ¥

James Thurber, head of
American University’s Center
for Congressional & Presiden-
tial Studies, said amid the heat-
ed national debate over immi-
gration, the companies have
been savvy not to donate heavi-
ly to those sponsoring legisla-
tion, which could spark back-
lash.

There are more discreet and
more powerful ways to influ-

| ence policy, Thurber said.

der two 10-year contracts the |

Federal Bureau of Prisons
signed with CCA worth $760
million. Now, the agency is pay-
ing the private companies $5.1
billion to hold more than 23,000
criminal immigrants through
13 contracts of varying lengths.

CCA was on the verge of
bankruptcy in 2000 due to law-

suits, management problems

and dwmdlmg ‘contracts. Last
year, the company reaped $162
million in net income. Federal
contracts made up 43 percent
of its total revenues, in part
thanks to rising immigrant de-
tention.

GEO, which cites the immi-
gration agency as its largest
client, saw its net income jump
from $16 9 million to $78. 6 mil-

.lion since 2000.

. “Follow the money,” he said.
“If. the money is being in-
creased significantly for ille-
gal immigration, then that is a
shift in policy ... a significant
shift.”

Owen, the CCA spokesman
told The Republic that the num-
bers were misleading and that
his company has supported a

. number of organizations such

as the U.S. Chamber of Com-

merce, which was opposed to
"Arizona’s SB.1070 immigration

enforcement law.
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Average of
2,800 people
held daily in
Ariz. by ICE

By Bob Ortega

The Republic | azcentral.com

Immigrations and Customs
Enforcement holds a daily aver-
age of 2,824 immigration de-
tainees at five facilities in Ari-
zona, according to ICE spokes-
woman Amber Cargile.

ICE directly runs only one of
the five facilities: the Florence
Detention Center, which has 717,
beds for men and women. That
center also houses ICE’s pri-
mary intake operation, from
which detainees are trans-

' ferred to other facilities.

Under an agreement with Pi-
nal County, ICE houses up to 625
males at the Pinal County Jail in
Florence.

ICE also uses three facilities
operated by the country’s larg-
est private-prison firm, Correc-
tions Corp. of America: the Eloy
Detention Center, with 1,500
beds; the Florence Correctional
Center, with 1,824 beds (but
most of which house federal in-
mates and inmates from Ver-
mont); and the Central Arizona
Detention ' Center, with 2,304

- beds (most of which house other

federal inmates), in Florence.
Up to 600 of the beds at'the Flor-
ence and Central Arizona cen-
ters are used by ICE under con-
tract for immigration detain-
ees.

The Eloy Detention Center
has come under fire over eight
alleged incidents of sexual
abuse of immigrant detainees
between 2007 and last year.
That was the most of any immi-
grant-detention facility in the
country, according to federal .
-documents obtained by the
ACLU under the Freedom of In-
formation Act. Federal docu-
ments reported 185 incidents of
sexual abuse at immigrant de-
tention facilities during that

. time period. A CCA spokesman

said the company has a “zero-
tolerance” policy on sexual
abuse.

In May, the Department of
Justice announced long-de-
layed regulations meant to re-
duce sexual assaults in federal
prisons; but the Department of
Homeland Security was given a
12-month extension on comply-
ing with the 2003 Prison Rape

. Elimination Act, under which

the regulations were 1ssued
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The cost to U.S. taxpayers to detain illegal immigrants is on track to top $2 billion for this year, generating -
lucrative profits for the nation’s largest prison companies. CHARLES REED/DEPARTMENT OF HOMELAND SECURITY




